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Poels, K., & Malliet, S. (Eds.) (2011). Vice city virtue: Moral issues in digital
game play. Leuven: Acco. 352 pp.
There is perhaps no more hotly contested issue regarding video games than the
effect of violence on the emotional lives of our youth and, by extension, of all
members of society. Parents, educators, and politicians are justifiably con-
cerned about the effects of media violence on the thoughts and actions of those
who are exposed to it. In the rush to answer questions about violence and
games, however, it may be too easy to overlook the role that previous theory
and research traditions can play. Video games may be a recent medium, but
the mechanisms by which they can effect changes in thought and behavior are
likely rooted in existing theory. That is the real question we should be asking:
Which existing theoretical traditions can help to explain not just if, but how a
medium like video games can change thoughts and beliefs? One of the implica-
tions of asking that question is that we must adopt a value-free stance. It is
valid to ask whether violent video games can increase violence in the real
world, but such questions are only one piece of the puzzle.
Violence, after all, is itself neither good nor bad; what matters are the con-
text and consequences. If I kill someone during a ‘justified’ war, in self-defense,
or to save the life of someone who is being attacked unjustly, that is a qualita-
tively different act than if I kill someone in anger or to steal from them. Unjusti-
fied violence is a form of amoral behavior, while justified violence can be a
form of moral behavior. We have been studying morality (individual reflection
on what is right within a given cultural context) and ethics (philosophical
reflection on morals/morality) for many, many years.
That is precisely the subject of Karolien Poels and Steven Malliet’s new
edited text, Vice city virtue: Moral issues in digital game play. As described in
chapter 1, the authors recognizing that “morality in digital games is being stud-
ied from several disciplines” (p. 22), they solicited contributions from and syn-
thesized from multiple perspectives to establish author guidelines and organiza-
tional principles for the book. For example, they correctly identify that current,
successful morality and games research approaches are adopting a “player-
centered” focus. One cannot understand how people are influenced (or not) by
video games without understanding how they interact with those media, and
the chapters in this text therefore adopt a player-centric view, albeit to different
degrees. The editors also achieve interdisciplinary synthesis through their pro-
cess for the book. For example, contributors read blind copies of each other’s
work, both for review and to inform their own perspectives.
The organization of the text further reflects the depth and breadth of the
editors’ knowledge of the territory. The text is divided into four parts. Part 1,
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Philosophical Approaches (understanding morality from the tradition of philoso-
phy), and Part 2, Feeling, Judging, Acting (understanding morality as a psycho-
logical phenomenon), focus on theoretical approaches to the study of morality
while there are dozens of different theoretical approaches, these two traditions
comprise a significant majority of the varied approaches to studying morality
and are critical for those looking to study and understand morality and media.
Together, these two parts effectively set the context for the chapters that follow,
and while space does not allow a description of every chapter in the book,
those in Parts 1 and 2 are worth individual description and analysis to illustrate
the breadth of theoretical approaches brought to bear throughout the text.
I will discuss the chapters within Parts 1 and 2 before addressing Parts 3
and 4.
Chapter 2 is an excellent overview of the larger tradition of moral and ethi-
cal studies (irrespective of games), which the author, Kathleen Gabriels, then
situates within the unique context of virtual spaces. Gabriels effectively estab-
lishes the conceptual framework for discussing morality and virtual spaces in
the broadest sense, and this helps to frame the more specific theoretical inter-
pretations in the following chapters.
In chapter 3, Marcus Schulzke suggests trying to balance the actual psycho-
logical harm that can occur in virtual spaces with the fact that such spaces are
not the real world: “As long as violence is only done to NPCs (nonplayer charac-
ters) or to avatars controlled by people who willingly risk their virtual lives and
property, in-game actions cannot be considered immoral” (p. 52). Secondly, the
author argues that even when actions in a game are amoral, we cannot immedi-
ately conclude that they are bad or have negative consequences. He ties amoral
behavior in video games to the tradition of thought experiments, where people
are asked to commit (virtually or in thought) amoral actions and are then inter-
viewed about their feelings in order to better understand human behavior. The
amoral action, in such cases, serves a purpose for good, since no person was
actually harmed, and the knowledge gained ultimately helps a large number of
people. In such instances, the action is separate from the judgment about the
action and is subjective and context-dependent.
Charlene Burns, in chapter 4, examines morality and virtual spaces from a
theological ethics point of view, arguing that “at least some types of games
might be good for the soul” (p. 71). This is an important perspective to include,
given the concern by many that video games may threaten moral character
development. Again, it does not show that people should not be worried about
video games, but that in order to understand how games may have ‘negative’
consequences, we must first understand the mechanisms by which thoughts
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and behavior are changed, regardless of whether those changes are for good
or ill.
In chapter 5, Mark Coeckelbergh focuses more specifically on the issue of
violence in video games, and provides theoretical evidence for the mechanisms
by which violent video games may indeed be harmful. He argues that because
players know games are not “real” they cognitively disengage during play and
stop judging whether actions are “right” or “wrong”. More than just a lack
of practice in making moral choices, he argues, this disengagement actually
encourages the habit of not considering the morality of one’s choices. Whether
one is playing a violent game or not, this failure to regularly consider the conse-
quences and moral status of actions taken during the game is potentially harm-
ful to one’s ability for moral reasoning in life.
Part 3, Moral Perceptions, focuses on understanding how society perceives
issues of morality. This provides a good balance for the theoretical focus of
Part 1, and perspectives from the public, parents, and players of games help to
illustrate how games are perceived by different stakeholders. This makes the
text more accessible to mainstream readers, yet also helps them see how the
issues raised in the first two sections have relevance in applied research set-
tings. Likewise, the fourth section, Moral Content of Digital Games, comprises
case studies of how individual games can, through the application of theory
covered in the earlier sections, effect psychosocial affective changes in players.
This is a key section also, as it not only helps to apply theory to practice, but
further allows those who are perhaps not game players to experience these
ideas within the context of game play.
Garry Young and Monica Whitty in chapter 6 use the concept of taboos to
explain why we have such visceral reactions to even simulated immoral actions
and to explore whether we can or should be able to get past these visceral
reactions when considering the morality of a game. It is a powerful argument,
although one which may not win many mainstream converts (taboos are deeply
rooted in our mental reasoning models, and we are loath to accept violations
for any reason). In chapter 7, Tilo Hartmann argues that players can either
experience a game in an experiential, automatic mode that produces visceral
reactions to amoral or violent behavior (related to Young and Witty’s concept
of taboos) or in a rational or reflective mode in which they actively process
what is happening (which might seem to argue against Coeckelbergh’s argu-
ment regarding cognitive disengagement in chapter 5).
With chapter 8, the book begins to shift more toward empirical studies
based, of course, on the theoretical framework outlined in the first half of the
book. The practical applications of theory in the following chapters serve as
models for future research on morality and games. For example, in chapter 8,
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Konjin, van der Molen, and Hoorn reason that if players’ attitudes toward
aggression are in part the result of identifying with a violent game hero, then
increasing empathy for the victim might ameliorate aggressive responses (some-
thing that would also be useful for studying disengagement or reflective modes
as raised in earlier chapters). In chapter 9, Ribbens, Poels, and Lamotte set out
to determine if cheating in games is different to cheating in general, which has
been studied extensively, and whether the framework they propose can account
for this kind of behavior.
The other chapters likewise make significant contributions to the text, con-
tinuing to ground theory in practice and research. Chapter 11, in witch Gary
Schott on having parents play Grand Theft Auto (GTA), is a must-read for non-
gaming parents. Likewise, chapter 12 (authored by the editors and Tom Thysen)
is an excellent example of applied theoretical research on the persuasive
mechanisms of games, using, in this case, GTA and America’s Army. Part 4
extends the process of instantiating theory in real-world practice by examining
four different games as cases for applying different theoretical perspectives on
morality. Since many mainstream readers may be nongamers, there is particular
value in seeing the games described in this fashion, and the authors collectively
do an excellent job of deconstructing gameplay.
Mainstream readers may be surprised to find that none of the authors actu-
ally argues that games cannot cause harm or that concern over morality and
games is unwarranted. Rather, they argue that amoral actions are contextual
and that games have an equally strong potential for good or bad moral conse-
quences in the real world. What is needed, according to the editors and authors,
is a more nuanced, informed approach to studying the issues of morality and
ethics in virtual spaces, drawing from the rich body of research and theories in
the past. The mechanisms by which morality can be instantiated, be studied,
and impact humans during game play are what is most important and are why
the editors of this volume rightly sought out multidisciplinary, theoretically
driven, player-centric analyses of morality and games.
In the final analysis, this book does an excellent job of balancing depth
with breadth and academic versus mainstream audiences. The content is an
effective mix of multiple disciplines, theoretical traditions, and applied
research. As such, it serves as an excellent introduction to current and future
study of morality in games, which must, as the editors say, focus on player-
centric analyses of the mechanisms by which games can influence morality.
For scholars, it serves as a good primer on the theoretical issues and a model for
the kind of research that must be done. For mainstream audiences, it provides a
more nuanced, unbiased analysis of morality and digital game play than is
available in the mainstream press or perhaps anywhere else. Like any good
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book, it raises as many questions as it answers, pointing the way toward future 
research. Let us hope that research is as effective as the approach taken by the 
editors and contributors to this important new text in game studies.
Richard N. Van Eck, e-mail: richard.vaneck@email.und.edu
